
O
n November 3rd this year the State Premiers will

meet with the Prime Minister as the Council

of Australian Governments (COAG). It is to be hoped

that this meeting will have the same economic and

environmental benefits that came out of the COAG

water reform process in February 1994. That historic

meeting in Hobart opened up the way for water trading

which has seen water starting to move to higher 

value uses, and away from areas where it was causing

degradation of the downstream river system. The 1994

COAG Agreement has required States to upgrade their

legislative basis for managing water, and while 

some have been slow to achieve this, it is unlikely

that these long overdue reforms could have been

achieved without the earlier COAG Agreement.
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Where to Now for COAG 
Water Reforms?

The Cooperative Research Centre for Freshwater
Ecology improves the condition of Australia's
rivers, lakes and wetlands

COOPERATIVE RESEARCH CENTRE

FOR FRESHWATER ECOLOGY
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These are all worthy and necessary steps for us to 

move towards sustainable use of land and water.

Governments should recommit to them, establish clear

targets and develop some institutional arrangements,

which might allow more progress.

Finishing off the 1994 agenda is necessary, but not

sufficient to address the problems we now face.

What are the next steps?

In rivers that are over-allocated it is necessary to buy

back water for the environment. This can only be done

where the property rights have been resolved and

where mechanisms are in place to ensure later

Governments don’t just resume printing licences for

water that is not there. We need rivers to have an 

environmental manager  to make good use of the water

that is available for the environment.
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1994 COAG Reform Element Making it work

Clear specification of entitlements in terms of Requires States to measure entitlements by volume.

ownership, volume, reliability, transferability and, Not much progress on considering water quality.

where appropriate, quality.

Formal allocations for the environment, based on the Process has started but it requires more than just

best available scientific advice. ensuring the traditional extractive rights of farmers 

and declaring any residual for the environment.

Requires clear entitlement for environment.

An integrated catchment management approach, Progress has been patchy in establishing workable

and the integration of surface and groundwater catchment management systems and integration

management. of groundwater has been slow.

Formal designation of over-allocated rivers with Some designations, remedial action has been

appropriate remedial actions. more symbolic that real.

Appropriate research including consistent This has been weak. Announced funds for environmental

methodologies for determining environmental flow flow research appear to have been siphoned off for 

requirements. other purposes.

Develop comparisons of inter-agency performance. If done this seems to have been kept secret.

Making greater use of wastewater in urban areas and Progress in both areas has been slow.

strategies for handling stormwater.

Protect areas of river which have a high environmental Some progress but not many rivers designated or

value. protected. Must be linked to catchments.

COAG meets again in November. Will they be able to do

as well? Here are some suggestions.

Firstly, they need to recommit to completing the 1994

agenda. At that time the Council agreed that action

was needed to arrest widespread natural resource

degradation in all jurisdictions occasioned, in part, by

water use and that a package of measures was required

to address the economic, environmental and social

implications of future water reform. This has not

been achieved despite some progress. The unfinished

business includes:



Water trading is not ecologically neutral. Relative 

ecological importance of traded water to the donor and

receiving waters should be assessed and considered in

the terms of the trade.

We need serious funding for river restoration.

In degraded rivers we need to repair riparian zones,

remove unneeded weirs and barrages and put effective

fish ladders on the ones that must be retained.

We need multi-level offtakes on storages to reduce the

thermal pollution that impacts on native fish.

We need well designed and operated monitoring 

and assessment programs that provide publicly available

data on river flow, water quality and ecological 

condition of rivers and their floodplains and wetlands.

The data must be interpreted and made available in a

timely manner to help inform all stakeholders.

This requires in part an ongoing commitment to the

National River Health Program.

We need to stop making the mistakes of the past,

rather than blindly repeating them. Clearing land and

then being surprised by salinity in 20-30 years is plain

stupid with our present knowledge. Over-allocating

rivers and degrading stream banks is not sustainable.

We need to identify some intact river systems and

protect them. We need to stop fooling ourselves and

the world that having RAMSAR wetlands is any use

unless we have RAMSAR catchments.

We now need to move beyond rivers to catchments.

We know what has to be done. Regional targets have

to be agreed, such as the flow and salinity targets

agreed in the Murray-

Darling Basin. The strong

community based planning

that has developed under

NHT needs to address these

regional targets using the

best available technical

information which has to be

delivered to the communities.

The plans need also to include State and National 

priorities in a way they have not yet done. When they

have been approved, block funding should be approved

to implement them.

Now is the time for those concerned with natural

resource management in our country to contribute

ideas to their State and Federal politicians. The forth-

coming COAG meeting gives us the chance to take

another giant step forward. We need good ideas, and

we need to encourage our political leaders to have the

courage to make a difference.
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Workshop on Understanding Large-scale Ecological Studies and
Management in Freshwater Systems

15 December 2000, 9.30 am to 4.00 pm

Key speakers include the internationally recognised ecologists:

• Professor Stephen Carpenter, Professor at the Centre for Limnology, University of Wisconsin,

• Professor Ray Hilborn, Professor in the School of Fisheries, University of Washington, and

• Professor Jim Kitchell, Professor at the Centre for Limnology, University of Wisconsin.

Experience overseas shows that it is possible to design and conduct large-scale, long-term ecological 

experiments to inform decision making in water resource management. Workshop participants will learn how

management questions and problems can be framed scientifically and how ecological studies can be designed

to inform the effective management of our water resources.

The workshop will provide an opportunity for questions and discussion.

Further information
The workshop will be held at the Bayview Conference Centre, Bayview Avenue, Clayton, Victoria.
For further information, contact Leanne Matheson on 03 9905 5632, Email: nne.matheson@sci.monash.edu.au  
The registration fee for the Forum is $150 (includes GST).

Regional 
targets have to
be agreed


